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Child Fatality Summary 

victim of sexual battery(ies). These files constituted probable cause to believe Stephan 
was in possession of material depicting the sexual performance of a child.  
 
Upon further review of these pictures and videos, several different articles of bedding 
and clothing were observed, to include patterned underwear, shirts, blankets, and 
sheets. Simultaneously, detectives of the Orange County Sheriff’s Office were executing 
a search warrant at Stephan’s home address, which is also where Madeline and her 
mother reside. The detectives searching the residence were contacted and confirmed 
they found the same distinctive clothing both in Stephan’s room and in Madeline’s room. 
Based on the totality of the circumstances, there was probable cause to believe 
Stephan committed a sexual battery (familial/custodial authority) against Madeline. 
 
On February 28, 2024, Stephan Sterns was arrested and charged with Sexual Battery 
(Familial/Custodial Authority) and Possession of Materials Depicting Sexual 
Performance by a Child.  
 
On March 1, 2024, the Kissimmee Police Department located Madeline’s body in 
Kissimmee, in the area of 5670 Hickory Tree Road. Her official date and time of death 
was assigned as March 1, 2024, at 4:39 p.m. 
 
District 9 Medical Examiner Jesse C. Giles, M.D., completed Madeline’s autopsy on 
March 2, 2024. ME# 24-000403.  
 
Cause of Death: Strangulation  
 
Manner of Death: Homicide  
 
Autopsy Findings 
I. Fracture of right hyoid bone with local soft tissue hemorrhage 
II. Right temporal scalp superficial abrasion and contusion 
IlI. Subacute and remote anal blunt trauma 
IV. No detected significant pre-existing medical disease 
V. Moderate but advancing decomposition, including postmortem predation and fly 
larvae activity 
 
Toxicologic and Laboratory Analyses: 
I. No blood, urine, or ocular fluid available for routine toxicology testing 
II. Low chest fluid and bile ethanol levels found 
III. Caffeine and metabolite detected in chest fluid and brain 
IV. No drugs otherwise found in chest fluid, gastric contents, or brain 
 
Conclusion: In consideration of the circumstances surrounding the death, and after 
examination of the body and review of toxicologic analyses, it is my opinion that the 
death of Madeline Soto, a 13-year-old white female, is the result of strangulation. 
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On March 13, 2024, 60 additional charges were filed against Stephan Sterns:  

 Eight counts of Sexual Battery on a Child Under 12; 
 Five counts of Sexual Battery with a Child 12-18; 
 Seven Counts of Lewd and Lascivious Molestation; and 
 40 Counts of Unlawful Possession of Materials Depicting Sexual Performance by 

a Child, 10 or More Images. 
 
On April 24, 2024, Stephan Sterns was additionally charged with First Degree Murder.  
 
The trial for the multiple charges related to sexual battery, molestation and possession 
of materials related to sexual performance by a child is scheduled for July 2025, while 
the trial regarding Madeline’s homicide is scheduled for September 2025.  
 
On May 27, 2025, the Department of Children and Families’ investigation was closed 
with:  
 

- Verified Findings of Death, Asphyxiation, Physical Injury, Sexual Abuse-Sexual 
Battery, Sexual Abuse-Sexual Molestation and Inadequate Supervision as to 
Madeline, with Stephan Sterns as the caregiver responsible.  

 
Other Children in the Family:   
 
There are no other children in the care of Stephan Sterns or Madeline’s mother. Grief 
counseling information was provided to the mother. 
 
Summary of Current Agency Involvement with Family 
 
The family did not have any open services.  
 
Summary of Prior Agency Involvement with Family 
 
The family does not have any prior abuse report history.  
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